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There is a popular narrative in Britain about the history of the family: that ‘traditionally’ people lived in stable two-parent families, with married parents who stayed together life-long and single parenthood was rare, shunned and stigmatized. Marriage break-up was very rare until in the 1960s there was a cultural change towards greater sexual freedom which some called ‘permissiveness and more people divorced, lived together and had  babies outside marriage, and British society was ‘broken’ as the current UK Prime Minister, David Cameron, puts it. 
The real story is more complicated. Of course there have been major changes since the early 1970s. In particular, open cohabitation and childbirth outside marriage became more widespread and acceptable and I will discuss the reasons for this. But the longer-term story is also more complex and less well understood, including that of unmarried motherhood and the larger phenomenon of single motherhood. 
What caused single motherhood in the past?
There were many reasons why women might become single mothers in the past and the present. The biggest reason throughout history and still into the twentieth century was widowhood. Until about the 1930s in Britain the main reason why marriages ended in early and middle adulthood was death, more often of the husband. Women have long tended to live longer than men, often leaving them with young children. Among marriages in Britain in the 1880s, 13 per cent were ended by death within 10 years, 37 per cent within 25 years, more often the death of the man. Also, widowers were more likely to remarry than widows, finding another woman to care for their children. It has been estimated that there were as many impoverished single mothers in Britain in 1820s  as in the 1980s, but the main cause in the nineteenth century was widowhood, in the late twentieth century divorce, separation or non-marriage. Life expectancy rose in the twentieth century, so that by the 1930s only 5 per cent of marriages were ended by death within 10 years​[1]​. Widows with children survived often by sharing homes with other widows and children, or by living with family members.
But marriage break-up was more common at the beginning of the twentieth century than is often thought. It often did not lead to divorce because this was difficult and expensive in England and Wales (easier in Scotland, as we will see), but couples still separated, often leaving the wife on her own with children. Alternatively she, or probably more often the husband, might then live with someone else without marriage and have children who were officially illegitimate. I will discuss this in more detail later. Women did have babies on their own, when they were not living with the father. They might then remain alone, or return to live with their parents or other relatives - not all unmarried mothers were rejected by their families, as is often believed. I will discuss this in more detail also.
Varieties of Family Law in the United Kingdom.
	First, however, another complexity must be discussed. The title of this article refers to Britain, but ‘Britain’ is a complicated place concerning family law and family relationships. It will mainly focus upon England, but there are important and fascinating differences across the countries of the United Kingdom which unfortunately can only be referred to briefly because they are too many and too complex to discuss in detail in a single chapter.
            Briefly, there were significant long-run legislative and cultural differences between England and Wales, Scotland and Ireland, Northern Ireland since southern Ireland became independent in 1922 which make historical generalisations across the nations of the United Kingdom problematic in many ways, including concerning the family. The UK has long had three distinct marriage codes in the different nations. Among other differences, ‘informal marriages’, contracted by the mutual consent of the partners, without intervention by Church or State but recognized by law, became illegal in England in 1753, but they were recognized and registered by the state in Scotland until 1938. Even after that ‘irregular marriages by cohabitation with habit and repute’, as they were known continued to be legally recognized in Scotland until 2006, if a couple had lived together for a minimum of 20 days, provided that they presented themselves and were recognized by family and friends as man and wife, Mr and Mrs, i.e. they were an unmarried, cohabiting couple but were recognized by law in Scotland​[2]​. This was not so in England and Wales and certainly not in Ireland.
The UK still has three different divorce laws. Scots law had always allowed women and men to obtain divorces on exactly the same grounds, and divorce was allowed to both man and wife for adultery or desertion. In England and Wales divorce was almost unobtainable after the sixteenth century Reformation, except by the expensive procedure of obtaining a private Act of Parliament, until, after long wrangling, a legal process was introduced in 1857. Thereafter, in English law a man could divorce his wife for adultery, but for no other reason; a woman who wanted divorce had to prove adultery plus the additional aggravation of desertion, cruelty, incest, rape, sodomy or bestiality. Neither could gain a divorce simply for desertion before 1937, when it was allowed to both sexes on grounds of desertion for at least three years, if both partners agreed. Gender equality in divorce was at last allowed in England and Wales in 1937 bringing it more or less into line with Scots law, following long campaigns by women’s groups​[3]​.  
	No divorce was allowed in Northern Ireland before 1939, as in the Republic of Ireland where it was prohibited until 1997 and remains more difficult than in most other countries. A modified form of the English 1937 Act was introduced in Northern Ireland in 1939. In 1969, divorce on grounds of irreconcilable difference after separation of at least two years if both partners consented, was introduced in England and Wales, then in Northern Ireland in 1978, but with amendments which made it more costly and time-consuming in Northern Ireland. Abortion is still illegal in Northern Ireland, as in the Republic of Ireland, having been legalized in England, Wales and Scotland in 1967​[4]​.  	Another difference across the countries was that civil marriage did not exist in Scotland until 1939, having been introduced in England and Wales in 1836; and many Scottish churches would not marry divorced people. So, though divorce was easier to obtain at an earlier date in Scotland, before 1939 remarriage was often impossible until the previous partner died. Consequently, a major reason for unmarried cohabitation in Scotland at this time was the difficulty of divorced people remarrying. In England and Wales a major reason was the difficulty of obtaining a divorce ​[5]​. 
	 In Scotland, as mentioned already, stable cohabitation of two people who wished to be recognized as married, was registered and official statistics exist. At the end of nineteenth century about 12 per cent of couples in Scotland were registered as unmarried cohabitees, though not all cohabiting couples registered​[6]​. 12 per cent was similar to the numbers officially recorded in England and Wales in the mid-1990s. In England and Wales there was no registration of cohabitees and historians have to rely on estimates and inference until the 1970s when there are reliable official statistics​[7]​. 	
	These legal differences owe much to cultural differences across the four nations, including the influence of religion. In Ireland, both Catholics and Protestant were much more rigidly opposed to divorce, abortion and birth control than Protestants in Scotland, Wales and relatively secular England. The legal and cultural differences destabilize generalizations about the history of the family across Britain. There have long been other differences, for example in the incidence of unmarried motherhood. This was particularly high in North-East and South-West Scotland, certainly from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries:  in 1859-60 births outside marriage were 9 per cent of all births in Scotland, 6 per cent in England and Wales; in 1900-1950 the proportions were 7 per cent in Scotland, 4 per cent England and Wales. Unmarried motherhood seems to have been tolerated more readily in parts of Scotland than in most of England  and Wales or in Northern Ireland, where numbers were always much lower but have risen since the 1970s​[8]​.
Unmarried Cohabitation in England and Wales 
	Because of these complexities and the short space available, I will now focus on England. As suggested above, the number of babies born to unmarried women in England and Wales was not high before 1960s - just 4 per cent 1900-1950. A surprisingly high proportion of these in the twentieth century appear to have been born to women who were living with the father of the child, though they were not married. The history of unmarried cohabitation in England and Wales, like much else about sexual relationships, is shrouded in secrecy and until the 1970s there are no reliable statistics. But it was not a late twentieth century innovation. In the nineteenth century social observers, including Henry Mayhew and Charles Booth​[9]​, noted how many unmarried couples in working class areas of London lived together. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there was much less research on the middle classes, whose activities, sexual and otherwise, remain even more secret.	
	Nineteenth and early twentieth century legislators knew that cohabitation was a reality, not necessarily welcome or widespread, but common enough for the law to take notice.  The Prevention of Cruelty Act, 1894, provided that rules designed to protect children from parental abuse should apply also to step-parents and, as the law put it, ‘to any person cohabiting with the parent of the child’. The Workman’s Compensation Act, 1906, recognized unmarried couples and their children as units for the purpose of compensation for a workers’ injuries at work. In early twentieth century law courts the rights of cohabitees in wills, trusts and contracts could be upheld if this was judged to be the intention of the person responsible for the will, deed or contract​[10]​. The distinguished historian of family law, Stephen Cretney, has commented: ‘At the beginning of the twentieth century there were certainly unmarried couples -no doubt a significant number- who lived together in a factual relationship impossible to distinguish from matrimony’​[11]​. But the actual number is impossible to assess​[12]​.
	The couples involved were not necessarily opposed to marriage and might willingly have married had it been legally possible. Often they presented themselves to the world as married people and were accepted as such even when friends and neighbours knew or suspected otherwise. Many people were not censorious if the couple behaved respectably, did not flaunt their transgression and there was a good reason for it, such as the difficulty of obtaining a divorce. A minority of intellectuals opposed formal marriage in principle, arguing that real mutual commitment did not require the sanction of church or state, but a more frequent reason for unmarried cohabitation seems to have been the restrictive divorce laws and the costs of obtaining a divorce​[13]​. 
Divorce in England and Wales
From at least the late nineteenth century, critics argued that the English divorce system discriminated against the poor, because proceedings were costly, and against women for whom it was harder than for a man to obtain a divorce.​[14]​ Another disincentive for a woman to end a marriage was that until 1925 custody of children over age 7 was vested in the father. Even when he died he could will the guardianship of his children to someone other than the mother. If a marriage failed, the courts could, in certain circumstances award custody to the mother but this was rare and highly uncertain. In 1925, under pressure from women’s groups, the law was changed to increase the rights of the mother, but these were not fully equalized until 1973​[15]​.                        
	From 1878 women could obtain separation orders from magistrates’ courts, with maintenance, with a possibility of custody of the children, on grounds of cruelty by their husbands, but this did not amount to divorce. Between 1897 and 1906, 87,000 separation and maintenance orders were issued, mainly to poorer people, which suggests quite a lot of broken marriages​[16]​. Not all who separated then cohabited, but many did. A repeated argument for reform of the divorce laws was to enable cohabitees to regularize their partnerships and to uphold the institution of marriage.  This was put repeatedly to the Royal Commission on Divorce and Matrimonial Causes, 1909-12. The majority report of the Commission, published in 1912, concluded, based on extensive evidence,that ‘beyond all doubt’ divorce was ‘beyond the reach of the poor’. It referred to the extent of cohabitation, de facto marriages and ‘irregular and illicit unions’, which resulted. To prevent this in future, it recommended equality of the sexes in the divorce law, making divorce cheaper and extending the grounds for divorce​[17]​. 
	The Report led to no significant change in the divorce law due partly to the onset of World War 1. During the war, official recognition of irregular partnerships continued.  Separation allowances and pensions were paid by the government to all ‘dependents’ of servicemen, including ‘unmarried wives’, ‘where there was evidence that a real home had been maintained’, as it was officially put. These were introduced after the war began when officials were surprised to discover how many servicemen were living in these irregular relationships. ‘Unmarried wives’ received less generous allowances than married women, but it is notable that they got something​[18]​. 
Arguments about divorce reform continued after the war, until legislation in 1937 equalized and extended the grounds for divorce. The new law explicitly aimed to amend the law ‘for the true support of marriage, the protection of children, the removal of hardship, the reduction of illicit unions and unseemly litigation, the relief of conscience among the clergy, and the restoration of due respect for the law’​[19]​. 	But divorce continued to be expensive until legal aid became available in 1949, and even after that was still stigmatized, especially for women and the procedures were often complex. Similar arguments continued until the 1969 Divorce Reform Act which simplified procedures. It introduced ‘no fault’ divorce, enabling incompatible couples to end their marriage without pretending that one of them had committed adultery as had been required previously. Couples also gained equal tights to their joint assets, which benefitted women who had tended to lose out financially from divorce. This led to a great increase in divorces. Until 1969, supporters of reform argued that it would strengthen rather than undermine the stability of marriage, by enabling refugees from unhappy marriages to remarry. In fact quite a number of people who had been living together because they could not divorce, did divorce and remarry after the reform came into force​[20]​. But, contrary to the hopes, as we will see, divorce reform was actually followed by a mass flight from marriage and increased cohabitation. 
	To return to the evidence for cohabitation before the 1960s. Official recognition of cohabitation continued in post-World War 1 unemployment relief legislation, which allowed five shillings per week for a wife, or ‘where a female person is residing with an unemployed worker who is a widower or unmarried ….and is being maintained by him, or has been and is living as his wife’​[21]​. Joanne Klein’s research has found surprisingly high levels of unmarried cohabitation among that most respectable section of the working class, policemen, from 1900-1939, and this was accepted by their colleagues and neighbours. She concludes that ‘flexible notions of marriage persisted within the working class…into the interwar era…while only a small minority of policemen lived in unusual situations, their more conventional colleagues had few problems with their choices. Senior officers showed remarkable tolerance for domestic irregularities’ and ‘their choices did not necessarily meet with disapproval from their respectable neighbours’​[22]​. There is further evidence e.g. from the civil service, that cohabitation was a reality in England and Wales, to an unknown extent, long before the 1960s, and was tolerated by respectable people, though there is no way of assessing numbers. It happened, and people knew about it, but they did not talk openly about such things in England​[23]​.
	There were a lot of reasons why marriages broke up, including domestic violence- something else the full extent of which we can only hint at until it was brought into the open by the post 1968 women’s movement, though it had been the subject of campaigns by women since the 1870s​[24]​.
Pre-marital Sex.
	Some unmarried women became mothers because they expected to marry the father but they were separated before the marriage could take place. Another fantasy in Britain is that sex before marriage was almost unknown before the 1960s. There are plenty of signs that it certainly was not but there is no statistical evidence before the Second World War. In 1939, for the first time, the government Registrar-General investigated the number of first births officially registered as conceived before marriage. This had not been possible until, from 1938, parents were obliged to put the date of marriage on the birth register. The Registrar-General estimated, to widespread surprise, that almost 30 per cent of all first children born in 1938-9 had been conceived before marriage. This was based on the number of babies born within eight-and-a half months of the parents’ marriage, plus the smaller number of ‘illegitimate’ births, as recorded on the birth certificates. He calculated that 22.5 per cent of brides were pregnant before marriage. Among mothers under 20, at least 42 per cent of first births were conceived before marriage. Of course some babies will have been born prematurely, but the Registrar-General estimated that these were balanced by the numbers of parents who disguised their date of marriage to hide the premarital conception​[25]​. These relatively high levels of pre-marital conceptions continued through the 1950s and 1960s. The number fell to 10 per cent in 1992, largely because rates of marriage fell and cohabitation increased​[26]​.
	Premarital sex could lead to unmarried motherhood if for some reason the couple were prevented from marrying. This happened particularly in wartime when the man was away on service. ‘Illegitimacy’ levels were particularly high in both world wars. Illegitimacy fell in England and Wales from the mid-nineteenth century to 1914. Then it rose from 40 in every 1000 live births to 54 in 1918. This was attributed by moralizers to outrageous behaviour by young people liberated by wartime conditions. It was more probably largely due to marriages being prevented or delayed due to the absence or death of men at war. There is no clear evidence of this for World War 1, but there is evidence for World War 2. 
	Illegitimacy rose again in World War 2. This time, the Registrar-General had statistics to hand to try to calm moral panic - unsuccessfully. He calculated that the number of babies conceived outside marriage (both legitimate and illegitimate) fell from 14.6 per cent of all births in 1938 to 12 per cent in 1943, before rising to 15 in 1945. The number of pregnancies followed by marriage before the birth fell, 1939 – 1945, from around 60,000 to 38,000, while illegitimate births rose from over 26,000 to almost 65,000 - i.e. they closely balanced each other. The Registrar-General concluded that there had been no mass immorality,just that marriages were prevented by the absence or death of the man and the woman was left to give birth unmarried. There is no means of knowing how many babies were legitimated when their parents were reunited after the war and able to marry. Far from wartime illegitimacy being fuelled by the rampant sexuality of newly liberated young people, it arose from the separation of couples who intended and would have preferred to marry​[27]​.
The Lives of ‘Illegitimate’ Children
	The number of live births registered as illegitimate remained through the supposedly very respectable 1950s at high levels not seen since the 1860s, then rose further before the ‘permissive’ 1960s really got under way, to 69/1000 in 1961-5​[28]​.  
	Although we know how many illegitimate children were born, we do not know much, before the 1970s, about how many mothers kept their children and in what circumstances they brought them up. Exploring this reveals more surprises. The expansion of social research in Britain in the 1930s-1950s produced a number of surveys showing that about one-third of ‘illegitimate’ children were living in stable families with two unmarried parents. If the parents did not cohabit and the father was affluent enough, he might support mother and child, often secretly, as, earlier in the century the writer H.G. Wells supported another writer, Rebecca West, and their son, Anthony, who was born in 1914. Wells was already married​[29]​. 
If the mother had a good job or an independent income she could support herself and her child, perhaps pretending to be a widow. If she was poorer she might have to live in a mother and child hostel, often run by a religious organization and highly disciplined and punitive, sometimes enforcing adoption of the child. By the 1950s women were rebelling against such institutions and voluntary organizations particularly the National Council for the Unmarried Mother and her Child (NCUMC), founded in 1918 to help mothers and children (and still very active, known as Gingerbread) tried to help them to live and work independently, though it could often be difficult for them to rent a home privately because of prejudice of landlords against unmarried mothers. Before the 1970s it was hard for unmarried mothers to get public/council housing for similar reasons. Not until 1977 were local authorities obliged to house lone mothers who were otherwise homeless. Almost immediately a myth arose that women got pregnant just to get a council home. It is still around, though the evidence has always been against any woman doing anything so desperate​[30]​.
	 The second most popular option according to the social surveys from the 1930s to 1950s and 60s and some wartime evidence, was for the mother and child to return to the home of the mother’s own parents, where her mother might look after the child while she worked. Sometimes, to hide the illegitimacy, the child would grow up believing that the grandmother was the mother and the mother a sister. When families were large, in the early twentieth century and a twenty year gap between siblings not unusual, this was easier to achieve than later, though it was hard to keep such secrets from neighbours.  Sometimes the child would stay with the grandparents, who he or she believed were her/his parents, when the mother left to marry and raise another family. These subterfuges could work successfully or could lead to traumatic discoveries. For example the novelist Catherine Cookson was born in 1906 to an unmarried domestic servant in County Durham. She believed her grandparents were her parents and her mother her older sister until she was 7, when another child shouted the news to her in the street. She found the news shattering and it led to a severe breakdown later in life​[31]​. 
	Eric Clapton the musician, born 1945, had a similar experience. He was born in Surrey in 1945. His mother was an unmarried 16 year old, his father a 24 year old Canadian serviceman who turned out to be married. His mother returned to her parents and he was born at their house. Within two years she left and later married another Canadian serviceman and moved to Canada. Eric remained with his loving grandparents, who he believed were his parents, in what he described as a loving home, until a relative accidentally revealed the secret. The effect on him, as he described in his autobiography, was ‘traumatic’ and he ‘withdrew into himself’ and increasingly into music. He also later had a severe breakdown​[32]​. Both he and Catherine Cookson kept up, rather awkward, relationships with their mothers. Both revealed their stories in autobiographies written much later in life to try to relieve the enduring trauma. There are other examples but we have no idea how common these experiences were among less well-known people. They certainly seem to have continued at least to the early 1960s. 
	Sometimes families helped in other ways. When the unmarried author, Dorothy L. Sayers, gave birth to a son in 1924, she did not love the father and she was just establishing herself as a writer and did not want to interrupt her career. The child went to live with her unmarried cousin who brought him up. Sayers kept in touch but it was kept secret. The boy was well cared for and the story was revealed only by later biographers​[33]​.
Unmarried mothers who did not have families to return to, or whose families turned them away, might feel they had no alternative but to have their children adopted because they could afford to support them, which many found deeply painful. Some, who gave birth in mother and baby homes run by especially strict religious communities might have their children forcibly adopted but this was much less common in England than in Ireland. Adoption was not encouraged by the British state in the twentieth century and voluntary organizations, such as the NCUMC, did their best to help mother and child to stay together, unless the other was really incapable of caring for the child due to mental illness or a similar cause. There was no process of legal adoption in England until 1926, although informal adoptions had long taken place. Once adoption was legally possible, a child could be adopted by a new father if the mother remarried, or an unmarried mother could adopt her own child, giving the child a legal status it would otherwise not have. If, for example the child was not adopted and the mother died without leaving a will, the child could not inherit as a ‘legitimate’ child could. Not until 1987 were all the legal differences between ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ children removed and the term ‘illegitimate’ was eliminated from official discourse​[34]​.
What changed from the ‘sixties’?
	 What remains is to speculate about what changed and why from the late 1960s. It can only be speculation because what happened was a major, international, cultural change which occurred very rapidly and which no-one seems fully able to explain. It appears to have been a product of societies which were better off, better educated, less deferential to supposedly traditional values than before, assisted by the emergence from the mid-1960s of the birth control pill which increased the opportunities for sex without the danger of pregnancy. It was also important that an active international movement took off from the late 1960s campaigning for gender equality in personal relationships and in other aspects of life. Women’s opportunities for education and work were gradually improving. Fewer of them were willing to marry and have children at young ages before they had a chance to make a career and a better life for themselves and they had a greater capacity for independence if they left a partnership.
Important signifiers of this cultural change in the UK were the unusual cluster of legal reforms between 1967 and 1970. These included in 1967 the legalization of abortion and homosexual acts in private between consenting adults; in the same year local authorities were empowered for the first time to provide family planning advice and contraceptives free of charge; in 1968 the Race Relations Act advanced attempts to diminish racial intolerance, and official censorship of the theatre was abolished; in 1969, the Divorce Law was reformed as I described earlier, and capital punishment was abolished ; in 1970 came the first Equal Pay Act​[35]​. 	
	What followed was a rapid increase in divorce, from an average of 57,089 petitions per year in 1966-70 to 165,000 in 1993, before declining as fewer people married. Wives were markedly more likely to petition for divorce than husbands, though women were more likely to suffer financially from divorce​[36]​. Divorce, and cohabitation, largely lost its stigma. 
	The legal changes were both symptoms and promoters of major cultural changes which preceded rather than followed the new movements such as the Women’s Liberation Movement and Gay Liberation Front which were only just getting going in 1970​[37]​. The legal reforms were often the results of long campaigns by more conventional pressure groups. Such outcomes as the rise in divorce were, and are, seen by some as ushering in a more ‘permissive’ society of selfish, uncommitted individualists. Others see the reforms as promoting a culture of greater tolerance and respect, rejecting discrimination on grounds of race, gender or sexual preference, opposed to damaging practices that had been all too common previously such as blackmailing and driving homosexuals underground and preventing women dying from illegal backstreet abortions. They also signified increasing equality between men and women. Notably they led to the end of much of the secrecy and shame that had long surrounded aspects of personal behaviour in England: the many families where illegitimacy, divorce, rape, violence and abuse, also death and mental illness, were not discussed, as also they were not in public discourse​[38]​. Since the ‘sixties’ almost everything is public, for good or ill. Whatever the reasons, it’s a major cultural change.
	Critics have seen these changes as destroying the ‘traditional’ stable family. I have argued that the historical universality of this family form is largely mythological. What happened from the late 1960s was that behaviour that had long been common but secret became public and open, though greater sexual freedom also became more prevalent. From the early 1970s fewer people married and they married at later ages. Couples were more likely to live together openly, in trial marriages, before committing themselves long-term. Increasing numbers never married, even when they had children. As marriage rates fell, the numbers of people openly cohabiting rose, from 3 per cent of all adult women in 1979 to 13 per cent in 1998. From the 1970s, a growing proportion of births were jointly registered by unmarried parents, suggesting that they were in a stable relationship and that the father acknowledged parenthood: 45.5 per cent in 1971; 79.2 per cent in 1998. The number of births registered as ‘illegitimate’ rose from 87 per 1000 live births in 1970-5 to 105 in 1976-80.  The rise was steeper still in the 1980s. Despite the voluble pro-family and marriage rhetoric of the Thatcher governments of the 1980s, never had births outside marriage grown so fast. By 1993 more than one-third of all births in England and Wales occurred outside marriage. In 2006 in 14 per cent of all families (parents plus at least one child) the parents were unmarried but were officially registered as parents of their joint children​[39]​. This is generally seen as historically new and, in its sheer extent, it probably was, at least in England. As indicated above, there were similar figures for cohabitation in early twentieth century Scotland. 
Conclusion: too little change.
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